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Chapter one
Why We Hunger for Approval


Before you ever spoke a word, you were already reading faces. You studied the eyes of the people who held you, searching for warmth, for safety, for the subtle shift that told you everything was alright. That searching was not a choice. It was the instinct of a creature that knew, at the deepest level, that its survival depended entirely on the goodwill of others. Your first hunger was not for food alone. It was for the reassurance that you were wanted, that you were acceptable, that you belonged. This is where the story of praise addiction begins. Not in vanity, not in weakness, but in the most basic architecture of being human.

Every human being arrives in the world helpless. We cannot run, hide, or fight. We cannot feed ourselves or keep ourselves warm. Alone, we would perish within hours. The only path to survival is through the care of another person, and that care is not always guaranteed. An infant does not know why a parent might be distracted, exhausted, or cold. The infant only knows that when they cry, someone may come, or may not. When they smile, someone may soften, or may not. From these tiny moments of uncertainty, a profound lesson emerges. We learn that our safety is tied to how others respond to us. We learn that being accepted is not a luxury. It is the difference between being held and being left.

This is why the hunger for approval is so deeply embedded in our biology. Evolution did not design us to be indifferent to the opinions of others. It designed us to care desperately, because those who cared were more likely to stay close to the tribe, and the tribe was the only protection against a hostile world. When you feel a pang of anxiety after being left on read, you are not being fragile. You are feeling the echo of an ancient alarm system that once signalled, you might be separated from the group, and separation meant death. That alarm never fully turned off. It simply transferred from the savannah to the smartphone.

The hunger for approval is also a hunger for meaning. As children, we look to our caretakers to learn who we are. A child is not born with a sense of self. They are born with a raw capacity for experience, and it is the mirroring eyes of others that shape that experience into an identity. When a parent lights up at a child's first steps, the child feels joy, not just in the act of walking, but in the reflection of that act in the parent's face. I did something, and it was good. That moment teaches the child that they are a source of delight. When the reaction is flat, or absent, or critical, the child learns a different lesson. What I do does not matter. Or worse, what I do is a burden. These early impressions are not easily erased. They become the foundation upon which the self is built, and they determine, for years to come, how much external confirmation we need just to feel like we exist.

The irony is that this hunger, which is meant to keep us connected, often drives us toward a modern form of isolation. We are surrounded by more potential approval than our ancestors could have imagined. A single social media post can reach thousands of people in seconds. A work email can bring immediate praise from a superior. A text can be answered with a string of flattering words. Yet the more we consume this approval, the hungrier we become. This is the paradox of praise. It feels like nourishment, but it is actually a stimulant. It gives a temporary surge of energy and then leaves us craving more. The reason for this is rooted in the brain's reward system, which is not designed to be satisfied. It is designed to keep us pursuing. Every compliment reinforces the action that preceded it, so we repeat the action, seeking the next hit. The dopamine release that follows approval is not a full meal. It is a taste that reminds you how hungry you are.

We also hunger for approval because it tells us where we stand. Human beings are intensely social creatures, and we are constantly, often unconsciously, calculating our position in the social hierarchy. Approval from someone of higher status raises us in our own estimation. It feels like gaining ground. Disapproval, or worse, indifference, feels like losing ground. This is why we care so much about the opinion of a boss, a mentor, or a popular figure, even when their practical influence over our lives is limited. Their approval signals that we are ascending. Their rejection signals that we are falling. This status anxiety is a powerful engine of approval seeking, and it operates largely beneath conscious awareness. You may not think to yourself, I need this person's approval to feel superior, but your body reacts as if you do.

The hunger for approval is also shaped by cultural messages that tell us love must be earned. From fairy tales to advertisements, we are taught that the good child, the hard worker, the beautiful person, receives admiration, and that admiration is the measure of their worth. We are rarely taught that worth is inherent. We are taught that worth is something to prove. This belief becomes the justification for endless striving. We tell ourselves that once we get the promotion, the follower count, the perfect relationship, the spotless home, then we will finally feel enough. But the goalposts keep moving. There is always another approval to chase, another standard to meet, another person whose nod we need. The hunger is not designed to be satisfied. It is designed to drive us forward, always believing that the next compliment will be the one that fills us up.

Consider how this hunger appears in ordinary moments. You finish a project and immediately wonder what your supervisor will say. You post a photograph and keep refreshing the screen. You tell a story and watch the faces of your listeners for a sign of amusement or interest. You send a message and feel a flutter of anticipation, waiting for the reply. These are not isolated behaviors. They are threads in a pattern that, when woven together, create a life oriented around external validation. The danger is not that we enjoy praise. It is that we become unable to feel stable without it. The hunger shifts from a desire to a requirement. When approval is present, we feel calm. When it is absent, we feel anxious, restless, even worthless. This is the transition from normal social need to praise addiction.

The hunger for approval also masks a deeper question that we are often afraid to ask. Beneath the craving for compliments, beneath the fear of criticism, beneath the endless performance, lies a quiet voice that asks, am I enough? We seek approval because we hope that someone else will answer that question for us. We hope that a parent, a partner, a boss, or a crowd of strangers will look at us and say, yes, you are enough. But no external answer ever truly satisfies, because the question is not about what others think. It is about what we believe about ourselves. The hunger for approval is, at its root, a hunger for self knowledge. We do not know who we are without the reflection of others, so we keep looking into their eyes, searching for a version of ourselves that we can hold onto. The tragedy is that the more we look, the less we see. The reflection is never stable because every person sees us differently. We become fragmented, shaped by the expectations of whoever happens to be looking at us at any given moment.

This is why the hunger for approval is so difficult to escape. It is not a simple craving that can be satisfied or ignored. It is a fundamental orientation toward the world. It is the belief that your worth is located outside of you, and that you must somehow get it back from others. That belief is so deeply embedded that it feels like common sense. Of course I need approval. Of course I need to be liked. Of course I need to prove myself. But these assumptions, repeated over years, become a prison. They keep you performing, keep you anxious, keep you hungry. And the hunger, instead of leading you toward connection, leads you away from the one connection that could actually heal you. The connection to yourself. The hunger will not be satisfied by the next compliment, because the next compliment only feeds the hunger. It does not feed the self. The self needs something else. It needs to be seen, not for what you do, but for what you are. It needs to be accepted, not for your achievements, but for your existence. It needs the kind of love that does not require a performance. And that love, once found, starts not with another person, but with the courage to turn inward and ask the question that has been waiting all along: if I never receive another complement, am I still enough? That question is the doorway out of the hunger, and it is the doorway into the rest of this book.






Chapter two
How Praise Shapes Self-Esteem


Self-esteem is often described as the way you feel about yourself, but that description misses the truth. Self-esteem is not a feeling. It is a story you tell yourself about your own value, and that story is written over many years with the ink of other people's reactions. Praise is one of the most powerful pens. From the moment you are old enough to understand that a smile means good, you begin to shape your self concept based on what others notice and celebrate. You learn that certain actions, traits, and achievements draw warmth, while others draw silence or disappointment. Over time, you internalize those responses. You begin to praise yourself only in the ways you have been praised. And you begin to judge yourself only in the ways you have been judged. The result is a self-esteem that is not truly yours. It is a borrowed structure, built from the approval of others.

The earliest experiences with praise are formative because they teach you the rules of love. A child who draws a picture and receives delight from a parent learns that creating things earns affection. A child who sings and receives applause learns that performing earns attention. A child who is praised for being quiet learns that compliance is rewarded. These lessons are not consciously understood. They are absorbed into the body, into the nervous system, into the very architecture of the developing self. The child does not think, I must be
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